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Abstract  
The existence of prostitution in society continues to be a highly contested issue in both 
political and social arenas. With traditional criminal justice methods to address prostitution 
focussing predominantly on sex workers, newly formed initiatives have been created to target 
the demand side of prostitution. ‘John Schools’ – diversionary programs for clients, or 
‘johns’ who have been arrested for prostitution offences – aim to educate participants on the 
various harms and risks associated with such behaviour and claim to provide an innovative 
means to reduce prostitution by decreasing demand for sexual services. It is evident however, 
that these programs perpetuate traditional social constructions of prostitution, characterising 
the act, and the actors, as sexually deviant. This paper examines the curriculum of these 
programs in order to identify how prostitution is constructed, firstly through the depiction of 
the victims in the program, and secondly through the characterisation of prostitution 
offenders.  This paper argues that such initiatives merely extend the charge of sexual 
deviance from the sellers of sex to the buyers, and fail to acknowledge autonomy and choice 
for sex workers and clients.  
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The social construction of prostitution in Californian ‘John’ Schools 
Introduction 
The existence of prostitution1 in society is one that attracts much public debate. Resistance to 
prostitution often centres on notions of morality and deviance, where those individuals 
involved in such behaviour are viewed as deviating from the constructed ‘norm’ of sex; that 
being sex with a loved partner or sex between spouses in a nuclear family’ (Agustin 2005: 
67). Though there have been general acknowledgments of the contribution of males in 
prostitution either as clients, exploiters or pimps, traditional criminal justice methods to target 
sex work have largely ignored this multi-faceted demand side. The lack of police attention to 
the clients of sex work specifically, can be linked to historical conceptualisations and 
constructions of gender. The practice of male clients purchasing services from a sex worker 
co-exists with the social construction of masculinity; where men are assumed to have a 
‘biological need for sex’ (Carpenter 2000: 19), and therefore their engagement in prostitution 
is commonly accepted and regarded as a form of biological normalcy. In contrast, the 
practice of prostitution conflicts with constructed ideals of femininity. Women who engage in 
sex work are viewed as deviant and promiscuous, and therefore targeted by authorities in an 
attempt to both punish socially unacceptable behaviour and ‘save fallen women’ (Agustin, 
2007). These constructions are quite contradictory in their focus, as they assume that 
prostitution is a deviant act for women, but not necessarily for men, despite the involvement 
of consenting adults of both genders. Such views are argued to be unfair and discriminatory 
(Monto 2010: 233; Monto 2004: 161).  
                                                      
1 This paper acknowledges that the terms ‘prostitution’ and ‘sex work’ carry distinct political significance. We 
prefer the term ‘sex work’, however will be using them interchangeably throughout this paper as the term 
‘prostitution’ is dominant in the United States and used frequently in relation to diversion programs for the 
purchasers of commercial sexual services. 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The United States continues to practice a criminalisation or prohibitionist approach towards 
prostitution2. In recent decades, policy-makers have moved beyond a predominate focus on 
the sex worker, and begun to problematise the buyer of sexual services. One of the primary 
ways in which this has occurred is through the establishment of diversion programs for sex 
work clients, more commonly known as ‘John Schools’ (Bernstein 2005: 103). These 
programs target the clients or ‘johns’ who have been arrested by police for offences relating 
to prostitution (Gibbs Van Brunschot 2003: 220). Interestingly, John School initiatives are 
only applicable to offenders who have engaged in street prostitution. This is despite street sex 
work accounting for only around 20% of all forms of prostitution in the US (Weitzer 2010: 9) 
and the rapid expansion of privatised prostitution services, such as through the internet, 
telephone, brothels and escort agencies (Weitzer 2012: 4).   
However essentially, a John School program is a didactic tool that aims to reduce the demand 
for all forms of prostitution, by changing the participants’ attitudes towards sex work, 
through extensive education about the varying harms and risks associated with such 
behaviour (Wahab 2006: 69; Fischer et al 2002: 390). A multidisciplinary approach is 
adopted for the programs’ curricula, generally with the addition of various professionals who 
present to the johns on their area of expertise. Participants are subjected to a number of 
sessions throughout the programs that provide information on the social, financial, health and 
personal safety risks and harms that are attributed to the johns’ involvement in prostitution 
(Wahab 2006: 69; Fischer et al 2002: 390).  
                                                      
2 With the exception of legalised brothels in the state of Nevada, all forms of prostitution in the US are 
considered illegal and therefore criminalised by the government and law enforcement (Thompson 2000, 239; 
Weitzer 2010, 21). 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Existing research on these diversionary initiatives has generally focused on the demographics 
and attitudinal changes of the prostitution offenders (Wortley et al., 2002). To date, little 
research has examined how these programs construct or reinforce conceptualisations of 
prostitution and those involved. In an attempt to begin an examination of this question, this 
paper will analyse the curricula of three US John School programs in the State of California 
to determine how prostitution generally, the offenders, and alleged victims are being framed 
by such initiatives. Despite similar efforts to target clients of commercial sex in various 
jurisdictions in the US, Canada and Britain (Weitzer 2010: 31), the focus on California 
specifically allowed for a consistent legislative status quo with regard to legislation against 
prostitution within the jurisdiction, along with availability of documents detailing the 
programs’ curricula. A content analysis was then undertaken of the collected documents 
which detailed the programs’ objectives, operation and curriculum; all of which were 
published by the program partners or an independent evaluation body. The content analysis 
research method was utilised for this paper as it provided a technique to make systematic and 
valid inferences from the characteristics within the text (Neuendorf 2002: 10).  
The three Californian Johns School programs included in this project are: 
• The First Offender Prostitution Program (FOPP), established in San Francisco in 1995 
as a partnership between the San Francisco Police Department (SFPD), the Office of 
the San Francisco District Attorney (SFDA) and non-profit organisation Standing 
Against Global Exploitation (SAGE); 
• Project PAR – Prostitution Abatement/ Rehabilitation Program, established in Fresno 
in 1998 by the Fresno Police Department’s Problem Oriented Policing Team; 
• Mid-City Prostitution Taskforce, established in San Diego in 2000 by the San Diego 
Police Department and the City Attorney’s Office. 
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Participants for the programs are typically accrued through police decoy ‘sting’ operations; 
where female police officers pose undercover as street sex workers to arrest prospective 
customers (Monto 2010: 234). Eligibility is usually on the basis that the offender has no 
previous criminal record, or at least no previous convictions for prostitution offences, sexual 
offences, or violent offences (Shively et al 2008: 28; FPD 1999: 8). Both the FOPP and the 
PAR program have post-program conditions whereby offenders arrested for subsequent 
prostitution offences within a year of participating in the program are subject to prosecution 
for both the new and original offence (Shively et al 2008: 29; FPD 1999: 9). 
This paper examines the curriculum of these programs in order to identify how prostitution is 
constructed firstly through the depiction of the victims in the program, and secondly through 
the characterisation of prostitution offenders.  This paper argues that the construction of 
prostitution through the John School programs does represent a minor shift in focus towards 
the clients of sex work, but relies heavily on traditional constructions of prostitution as a 
deviant sexual behaviour. In addition, while some hallmarks of victimhood are ascribed to the 
sellers of sex, both the buyers and sellers are characterised as only participating in this 
activity due to coercion, ignorance, or psychological condition. 
The ‘victims’ 
The ‘victims’ of sex work are primarily identified as the women who sell sex, and the 
‘reality’ of prostitution presented by the program is one of exploitation, lies and risk. The 
participants are firstly told of the exploitation that women within the industry experience. In 
the FOPP program, former sex workers are invited to talk to participants about their own 
experiences of the industry (Shively et al 2008: 44). Presenters point to statistics illustrating 
that the average age identified for females to enter into prostitution is around twelve years 
old, with eighty to ninety percent of all sex workers being estimated to have a history of 
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sexual abuse in their childhood (Shively et al 2008: 44).The PAR Program also invites former 
sex workers to present their personal experiences, with a focus on expressing their desire to 
be successfully reintegrated into society (FPD 1999: 9). Additionally, these presenters 
persuade the participants of the link between drugs, violence and the sex industry (FPD 1999: 
9).  
John School participants are also told that street sex workers are manipulated and controlled 
by pimps, and lack any choice or autonomy in regards to their work (Shively et al 2008: 49). 
Additionally, the presenters argue that pimps control and receive most of the money earned 
by the workers, with the workers receiving very little (Shively et al 2008: 49).  The PAR 
program illustrates how young girls are commonly drawn into prostitution through certain 
pimping tactics, also asserting that these predators continue to exploit and enslave women on 
a global scale (FPD 1999: 9). The PIP program also includes former sex workers as 
panellists, and shows video testimony from a former juvenile sex worker, in order to 
reinforce the vulnerability and prevalence of underage sex workers in the industry (SDPD 
and CAO 2003: 5).  
These sessions are designed to demonstrate to johns how their participation in prostitution 
contributes to the continuation of the abusive and exploitative cycle that the sex workers 
endure. Prostitution can be conceptualised in a number of ways, and a perspective of 
prostitution that differs from the view expressed by each of the programs is one that argues 
prostitution to be a legitimate form of work, in which women may exercise agency rather 
than compulsorily experience oppression (Outshoorn 2005: 145). These programs explain sex 
workers’ involvement in prostitution as occurring due to past abuse, the coercion of pimps, or 
the demands of addiction. Essentially, as expressed by (Weitzer 2005: 213), prostitution 
through this context is conveyed as something that is ‘done’ to women rather than chosen by 
women.  
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This construction of prostitution not only excludes alternative accounts of sex work, but it 
also conflicts with the realities of sex work for those involved in the program. An evaluation 
of the FOPP program found that the majority of sex workers presenting at the John School 
during the evaluation period had never actually been pimped or trafficked during their time in 
the industry, despite the heavy focus on this form of exploitation in the program sessions 
(Shively et al 2008: 48).  
Despite a construction of prostitution as an industry in which women are victims, the 
programs also contribute to a construction of sex workers as untruthful, predatory, and 
dangerous. This is first done through the discussion of key ‘myths’ associated with sex work, 
particularly in the FOPP and PAR programs. The presenters explain that prostitution simply 
fulfils a fantasy for these men, and in reality, sex workers generally: 
• Do not like their johns, and only act as if they do to make money; 
• Are not the johns’ girlfriend, and only act as if they are to make money; 
• Do not enjoy sex with johns, and only act as if they do to make money; 
• Are often armed with illegal weapons and frequently fantasize about robbing, hurting 
or killing johns – and sometimes act upon these fantasies; 
• Will lie about having unprotected sex only with their current john; 
• Will have unprotected sex while knowing they have STD’s or are HIV-positive 
(Shively et al 2008: 45).  
The presenters in this session clearly illustrate to the johns how sex workers will potentially 
lie, mislead and even set the men up to be robbed in order to obtain money from them to 
support themselves, dependents and/or addictions (Shively et al 2008: 45). The programs 
have a stated intention of reducing clients’ motivation for seeking out commercial sex by 
assisting them to build empathy for the sex workers (Shively et al 2008: 1). However, the 
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depiction of sex workers as a threat to a man’s health, safety, or wallet, create conflicting 
constructions which undermine the victimhood the programs attempt to ascribe to the sellers 
of sex.  
 The ‘offenders’  
The dominant constructions of offenders in the programs’ curricula relies on the assumption 
that these men are only engaging in what is perceived to be deviant sexual behaviour because 
they are either ignorant of the true nature of prostitution, or suffering from some form of 
sexual addiction.  
The FOPP Program outlines 11 key areas in which they believe participants are either 
suffering from ignorance, or denial. These beliefs and attitudes are: 
1. The belief that the risk of arrest and legal sanction are low; 
2. Denial or ignorance of the risk of contracting STDs or HIV through purchased sex; 
3. Ignorance of the risk of being robbed or assaulted by prostitutes or pimps; 
4. Denial or ignorance of the negative impact prostitution has on the neighbourhoods in 
which it occurs; 
5. Ignorance of the links between street prostitution and larger, organised systems of sex 
trafficking; 
6. Denial or ignorance of what motivates them to solicit prostitutes (e.g., addictions, 
compulsions, unmet social or sexual needs); 
7. Denial or ignorance of the negative impact of prostitution on “providers;” 
8. Denial or ignorance of the fact that money is the only reason prostitutes have sex with 
them; 
9. The mistaken belief that the women they hire care about them, and that they are in 
some kind of relationship with them; 
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10. Denial or ignorance of the anger, revulsion, or indifference that many prostitutes have 
while they are having sex with johns; 
11. Ignorance about how to have the healthy relationships that could replace their reliance 
upon commercial sex (Shively et al 2008: 13). 
The FOPP conceptualises these beliefs and attitudes to be an inclusive part of every 
participants’ ‘denial system’ regarding prostitution (Shively et al 2008: 13). The PAR 
program, which is modelled on the FOPP program, also seeks to address the above beliefs, 
and the PIP program also assumes that the offenders are often unaware of the realities of 
prostitution (SDPD and CAO 2003: 5). All of the programs are predicated on the assumption 
that if men were truly aware of the realities of prostitution, they would not purchase sex. This 
construction is supplemented by the strong suggestion that men who buy sex are likely to be 
suffering from a condition which is the cause of their deviant sexual behaviours, further 
reinforcing offenders as somewhat innocent.   
Sex addiction as a possible cause for the men’s desire to buy sex is clearly promoted to the 
men in both the FOPP and PAR programs. In the PAR program, members from the 
Californian School of Professional Psychology are invited to explain and discuss sex 
addiction, whilst providing resources and information about where the johns can go to for 
help with their addiction (FPD 1999: 10). In the FOPP Program, representatives from the 
rehabilitative program Sexual Addicts Anonymous (SAA) suggest that sexual addiction may 
provide a possible explanation as to why they engage in prostitution (Shively et al 2008: 51). 
Throughout this session, it is repeatedly expressed to the johns that the SAA presenters are 
not there to diagnose them with a sexual addiction. However, the johns are handed a twelve-
item self assessment checklist which assists them to diagnose themselves (Shively et al 2008: 
51). Participants are told that if they answer yes to any one question on the checklist, they 
should seek help for sexual addiction. One of the questions on the checklist is ‘Have your 
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sexual practices caused you legal problems? Could your sexual practices cause you legal 
problems?’ (SAA, 2012). Considering every participant in the John School program is there 
as a result of arrest, and under threat of further legal action, they would automatically qualify 
as a sex addict, according to the instructors involved in the program.  
Conclusion 
The increasing focus on men’s demand for prostitution is often hailed as a significant shift in 
the way prostitution is understood, by moving on from the assumption that the woman is the 
‘problem’ (Altman, 2001). The John School programs offer some challenge to this 
construction, by focusing on men’s demand. However, the characterisation of prostitution 
remains heavily invested in notions of ‘normal’ sexual behaviour.  
The construction of women in the sex industry may have shifted slightly from historical 
notions of the ‘fallen woman’. However, they are still positioned as operating outside the 
norms of sexual behaviour through the assertion that this is only something women would 
engage in as a result of past abuse or pimping. Men’s choice to purchase sexual services is no 
longer viewed as an understandable expression of masculinity, but is instead depicted by the 
John School programs as the result of ignorance or addiction. It is assumed that if the men 
were truly aware of the ‘realities’ of prostitution, they would never seek to purchase sexual 
services, and that they have only been driven to this option as a result of sexual addiction.  
Nowhere in this construction is there space for the possibility of women who engage in the 
sex industry as a legitimate form of labour, or of male clients making an informed choice to 
purchase a service. The establishment of John School programs in the United States certainly 
disrupts traditional constructions of prostitution. However, the characterisation of the victims 
and offenders of prostitution does little more than extend the charge of deviance, typically 
levelled at the sellers of the sex, to the buyers. Prostitution remains constructed as a deviant 
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sexual behaviour that is socially undesirable, with both sex workers’ and clients’ decision to 
engage in a sexual transaction being challenged on the grounds of psychological affliction, 
coercion, or ignorance.  
12 
 
 
 
References 
Agustin, L. (2005) At home in the street: questioning the desire to help and save. In 
Regulating sex: the politics of intimacy and identity, edited by Elizabeth Bernstein 
and Laurie Schaffner, pp67-82. New York: Routledge.  
Agustin, L. (2007) Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets and the Rescue Industry. 
London: Zed Books. 
Altman, D. (2001) Global Sex. London: University of Chicago Press. 
Bernstein, E. (2005) Desire, demand and the commerce of sex. In Regulating Sex: the politics 
of intimacy and identity, edited by E. Bernstein and L. Schaffner, pp101-125. New 
York: Routledge.  
Carpenter, B.J. (2000) Rethinking prostitution: feminism, sex and the self. New York: Peter 
Lang Publishing Inc.  
Fischer, B., S.Wortley, C. Webster and M. Kirst (2002) ‘The socio-legal dynamics and 
implications of ‘diversion’: the case study of the Toronto ‘John School’ diversion 
program for prostitution offenders’, Criminology and Criminal Justice 2(4): 385-410. 
Accessed January 28, 2011. 
Fresno Police Department (1999) Project PAR: prostitution abatement/rehabilitation first 
offender program. Accessed January 28, 2011. www.popcenter.org/library/aw 
ards/goldstein/1999/99-20.pdf 
Gibbs Van Brunschot, E. (2003) ‘Community policing and “john schools”’, The Canadian 
Review of Sociology/Revue canadienne de sociologie 40(2): 215-232. Accessed 
February 7, 2011.  
Monto, M. A. (2004) ‘Female prostitution, customers and violence’, Violence Against 
Women 10(2): 160-188. Accessed April 11, 2011.  
Monto, M. A. (2010) Prostitutes’ customers: motives and misconceptions. In Sex for sale: 
prostitution, pornography and the sex industry, edited by R. Weitzer, pp233-254. 
New York: Routledge.  
Neuendorf, K. A. (2002). The content analysis guidebook. California: Sage Publications Inc. 
Outshoorn, J. (2005) ‘The political debates on prostitution and trafficking of women’, Social 
Politics 12(1): 141-155. Accessed September 27, 2011.  
SAA – Sex Addicts Anonymous (2012) ‘Sex Addicts Anonymous Self Assessment’, Sex 
Addicts Anonymous website. Accessed 16 July 2012. http://saa-
recovery.org/IsSAAForYou/SelfAssessment/ 
San Diego Police Department and City Attorney’s Office (2003) Addressing quality of life 
issues through the formation of the Mid-City Neighbourhood Prosecution Team. 
Accessed January 28, 2011. http://www.popcenter.org/library/awards/goldstein/2003 
/03-38.pdf 
13 
 
 
Shively, M., S. Kuck Jalbert, R. Kling, W. Rhodes, P. Finn, C. Flygare, L. Tierney, et al. 
(2008) Final Report on the Evaluation of the First Offender Prostitution Program. 
Accessed January 28, 2011. http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/222451.pdf.  
Wahab, S. (2006) ‘Evaluating the usefulness of a prostitution diversion project’, Qualitative 
Social Work 5(1): 67-92.  
Weitzer, R. (2005) ‘New directions in research on prostitution’, Crime, Law and Social 
Change 43(1): 211-235. Accessed June 10, 2011.  
Weitzer, R. (2010). Sex work: paradigms and policies. In Sex for sale: prostitution, 
pornography and the sex industry, edited by R. Weitzer, pp1-43. New York: 
Routledge.  
Weitzer, R. (2012). Legalising prostitution. From illicit vice to lawful business. New York: 
New York University Press.  
Wortley, S., B. Fischer and C. Webster. (2002) ‘Vice lessons: a survey of prostitution 
offenders enrolled in the Toronto John School diversion program’, Canadian Journal 
of Criminology 44(4): 369-402.  
 
 
